The International Ministerial Pledging Conference (Beijing, China; Jan 17--18, 2006) raised US\$1·9 billion to fund efforts to ward off the potential avian influenza pandemic, almost half a billion dollars more than expected.

Delegates from 90 countries and 20 international organisations gathered at the meeting---which was organised by the Chinese government, the World Bank, and the European Union (EU)---in an effort to raise money to fund the 3-year action plan that was created at an avian influenza summit held at WHO headquarters in Geneva last year. The biggest donors were the USA, which pledged \$334 million, and the EU, which pledged \$250 million.

The money will be used to strengthen both animal and human disease surveillance and management practices, alter agricultural methods, provide compensation for farmers, improve health and laboratory services, and improve communication in countries with avian influenza problems. Approximately half of the money raised will go to low income countries in southeast Asia and Africa.

Efforts to improve communication were given a boost when the veil of secrecy that has traditionally surrounded China and which hindered efforts to control the severe acute respiratory syndrome outbreak in 2003 appeared to be lifted at the conference. China\'s Premier Wen Jia Bao told delegates that: "China is ready to fully use the existing cooperation mechanisms to give countries and international organisations timely and accurate updates ... we will release relevant information, such as the genetic sequencing of viral strains, and work with the international community to develop response strategies."
